Abstract. In polygynous passerines, males of some species provide food for their nestlings, but male incubation seems to be rare. In the European starling both the mating system and the extent to which males help with incubation vary. This enabled the relationship between mating system and male incubation to be investigated. The extent to which males provided care to a particular nest depended on mating status: monogamous males incubated more than polygynous males did in any of their females' nests. On average, bigynous males incubated as much in their two nests as monogamous males did in their single nest, but polygynous males who invested in only one of their nests incubated less than monogamous males. Females partly compensated for the variation in male incubation, but still nests of polygynously mated females were attended less. Polygynous males invested more in the nests of the first females mated with (primary female) than in the nests of later settling females. Secondary females received less help the later they laid their eggs in relation to the mate's primary female. Bigynous males that incubated in both their nests invested more in the nests of their primary females the earlier these eggs were laid in relation to those of the secondary females. Male help with incubation may affect a female's fitness, both because increased attentiveness resulted in shorter incubation times and because females receiving less help may pay a higher cost in terms of energy expenditure. Hence, there will be a conflict between polygynously mated females over paternal incubation.
The extent to which parents care for their offspring may depend on the costs and benefits of providing that care (Clutton-Brock 1991) . In species with biparental care, the optimal investment by one parent will also depend on how hard the other parent is prepared to work (Houston & Davies 1985) . Biparental care may be a stable solution if one parent will not fully compensate for a reduction in parental investment by the other parent. How much males and females contribute may depend on differences between the sexes in the costs and benefits of providing care (Houston & Davies 1985) .
Among birds, there is considerable variation in the extent to which males help with rearing offspring. In most species of altricial birds, offspring are reared by two parents (Lack 1968; Møller 1986) , and it is generally assumed that biparental care increases the growth rate and survival of nestlings. By removing males, studies of several species of altricial birds have demonstrated that, although male help increases reproductive success, it is not essential for the production of at least some young (reviewed by Wolf et al. 1988; Bart & Tornes 1989) .
If the benefits of parental care are equal for the two sexes, one may expect males and females to share parental care evenly. The decision whether to provide care, however, may depend on the benefits of alternative activities. Males often have more opportunities to engage in other activities that may increase their fitness (Clutton-Brock 1991). These opportunities may vary with the mating system, causing variations in parental investment. Among birds, extensive paternal care is less common in polygynous than in monogamous species (Silver et al. 1985) . Polygynous males may trade parental care against mate attraction (Muldal et al. 1986 ) and may also divide their care between the clutches of several females (Patterson et al. 1980) . During the incubation period, males may provide care either by incubating the eggs or by feeding the female. Biparental incubation occurs in many non-passerine birds and is often associated with the need for constant incubation (White 0003-3472/95/080323+09 $12.00/0 1995 The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour
